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Alan Cowey, who died in December, 
was a leading figure in the field of 
physiological psychology for four 
decades and a pioneer in cognitive 
neuroscience long before the term 
was coined. He published over 
300 papers, but the large number 
is less important than the fact that 
many of them report discoveries. 
The number and weight of his firsts 
created enduring fields of research 
in laboratories around the world. 
His early work established new 
standards for behavioural testing 
of the non-human primate visual 
system. His first major discovery 
came in 1964 when he described 
retinal projections to V2 in the 
monkey — the first extrastriate 
visual area to be mapped. Now 
we know of over 30 extrastriate 
visual areas it is difficult to imagine 
the excitement at discovering a 
retinotopic mirror image surrounding 
V1. His subsequent papers on the 
effects of extrastriate lesions on 
stereopsis, colour, form, reaching, 
memory and sensory integration, 
and ingenious work establishing 
cross modal matching in monkeys 
were landmarks from which followed 
the work of others on functional 
specialisation and visual cortical 
organisation. In particular, the work 
with Charlie Gross segregating the 
functions of extrastriate, posterior 
and anterior inferotemporal cortex, 
and the description of cortical 
magnification in humans have stood 
the test of time and were revisited 
as research themes throughout his 
career. Several of his papers have 
been ‘rediscovered’: for example, 
his work in 1971 on the frontal eye 
fields with his first graduate student, 
Richard Latto, presages the recent 
reassessment of their function. 
There is no doubt that, along with 
Hubel, Wiesel, Weiskrantz, Mishkin, 
Ungerleider, Gross and others, Alan 
Cowey was one of a small group 
who in the 1960s and 1970s laid the 
foundations for the modern phase of 
visual neuroscience. 
Obituary Alan’s work was necessarily interdisciplinary because he saw 
no way of understanding anatomy, 
physiology or behaviour without 
understanding all of them. Hence 
his work on visual plasticity and 
development incorporated retinal 
and collicular anatomy, lesion studies 
and neuropsychological work with 
patients. This led him to take up 
the discovery of blindsight by Larry 
Weiskrantz, his graduate supervisor, 
and carry out seminal work on the 
anatomical basis of the phenomenon. 
His work on blindsight was inspired 
both by basic scientific questions 
and clinical possibilities. Of this 
work, Trevor Robbins commented: 
“His insights into the phenomenon of 
‘blindsight’, through experiments with 
impeccable logic and elegant design, 
have led us to a new understanding 
of the functional organisation of the 
primate visual system.”
Alan sometimes referred to himself 
as a ‘dabbler’ and suggested that he 
might be spreading himself too thin. 
It would be more accurate to say 
that he always had the many parts 
of a big picture in mind. Alan never 
discarded a good idea. It became part 
of a rich intellectual soup. Another 
perspective on the breadth of his 
work is that, in his own words “I liked 
doing new things, even at the risk of 
being criticized — as I have been.” 
And by new things he meant “sea 
change rather than a slight veer”. His 
intellectual courage was put to the 
test many times. In 1967 he was on 
sabbatical in Harvard, working with 
Charlie Gross, and while there had 
been offered tenure in Cambridge; 
at the same time, Larry Weiskrantz 
offered Alan a position in Oxford: 
“It was a straight choice between a 
secure post in Cambridge, with an 
attached College Fellowship, and a 
new start in Oxford at a lower salary, 
without tenure or a College fellowship 
but with the prospect of better 
facilities.” The prospect of better 
facilities won the day. One wonders 
how many people would make the 
same choice.
Throughout the 1980s he 
led a scholarly resistance to 
oversimplifications of functional 
specialisation in the visual 
system in a series of papers 
on the effects of lesions to V4 
and V5. He complemented this 
approach by extending his work on 
patients suffering from varieties of achromatopsia, visual agnosia and 
blindsight, while continuing to publish 
technically demanding papers on 
retinal and cortical anatomy with 
Hugh Perry and Peter Somogyi. 
This was an astonishing decade of 
achievement in three distinct fields: 
visual neuroanatomy, cortical visual 
specialisation and blindsight. It led 
to three Nature papers and wealth of 
discoveries.
Alan’s eye was always on the 
serious science. He wrote few popular 
articles, and didn’t court the press. 
He made his contribution in the lab. 
Some wondered why he never spoke 
out against the antivivisectionists 
who targeted Oxford, and indeed 
himself and his property. He thought 
that the best response was to get on 
with more of the work he believed 
was important and to do it as well as 
possible. He also found the nature of 
the animal experimentation debate 
unattractive, commenting that: “It has 
become a political, emotional, violent 
and social problem rather than an 
intellectual and ethical one.”
Alan’s style as a supervisor and 
mentor followed that of his parents. 
“They let me be my own man from 
a very early age, rarely objecting to 
what I wanted to do. I had immense 
freedom.” He also learned from Larry 
Weiskrantz who “suggested rather 
than ordered, explained rather than 
pronounced.” The list of beneficiaries 
from undergraduates to senior 
postdocs is an A to Z of first-class 
scientists, including Michael Morgan, 
Colin Blakemore, Edmund Rolls, 
Hugh Perry, Dick Passingham, Peter 
Somogyi and Petra Stoerig. But his 
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were not reserved for the stars. It 
was sufficient to work to the best of 
one’s ability and he was supportive 
to the many others of us who passed 
through his lab, or indeed within the 
orbit of his influence.
Alan never became an ‘executive’ 
scientist, merely supervising the 
experiments of others. Even as a 
senior MRC scientist with many 
external duties he began every 
weekday morning by running his 
own experiments in his laboratory 
in South Parks Road. Up to and 
beyond retirement he ran his own 
behavioural experiments, applied 
brain stimulation to subjects, tested 
his own patients, performed his own 
surgeries and reconstructed his 
own anatomical preparations. Alan 
was always a working scientist — a 
model that has become less 
common as science increasingly 
shares similarities with other 
careers. He bemoaned the  “rising 
tide of rewarded mediocrity, spoon 
feeding, stifling bureaucracy, 
mission statements ... the promotion 
of factual knowledge rather than 
understanding; ... it is not the recipe 
for independent thinking.”
Alan was also known for his 
manual skills, and he credited his 
considerable practical abilities to his 
father, a shipwright whom he served 
as a schoolboy apprentice “often 
when I would have preferred to be 
doing something else, like playing 
football.” It will be no surprise to 
Sue King, Alan’s long serving and 
indispensable secretary, who knew 
Alan’s inability to throw anything 
away, that he kept and used one of 
his father’s toolboxes for the rest of 
his life.
Alan’s father suffered chronic 
bronchitis and emphysema as a 
result of being gassed in the war and 
died at the age of 63. His brother, a 
ship-going engineer, died in the port 
of Hamburg, aged 39, when his heart 
condition was overlooked during 
an outbreak of flu on his boat. Alan 
himself was luckier, enjoying robust 
health that allowed him to indulge 
his intense love of sport and physical 
activity until almost the end of his life. 
Having been introduced to athletics 
by an influential school teacher, 
he found that his sporting ability 
“protected me from the widespread 
physical and verbal bullying directed 
at academic pupils.”When he left his family home, 
in Sunderland in the northeast of 
England, and its three books — The 
Bible, one about the Royal Family 
and a picture book of WW1, all of 
which he later retrieved and kept for 
the rest of his life — for Cambridge 
he believed that “I was accepted 
because I was good at games”. One 
feels they might just have noticed 
his quicksilver mind too. At this time 
Sunderland also held his girlfriend Pat 
and, yes, as with the books and the 
toolbox, they stayed together for the 
rest of his life. 
At Cambridge he continued to 
excel in sport, in particular the pole 
vault before the days of soft mattress 
landings, and it was always an 
important part of his life, so much so 
that he almost went to Loughborough 
to become a sports teacher. He ran 
and swam regularly in later life and 
was always interested in ways of 
keeping fit and active and was a 
demon squash player. He worked 
hard at Cambridge and, alongside an 
immersion in sport, the Tripos system 
allowed him to sample botany and 
zoology before completing his final 
year in experimental psychology and 
the history and philosophy of science. 
Alan spent little energy on self-
promotion. He possessed a public 
service ethic and, throughout his 
career, endeavoured to serve the 
UK and international scientific 
communities. A founder member 
of EBBS, a long time MRC servant, 
his championing of the Oxford MSc 
in neuroscience and his roles in 
directing the MRC Centre for Brain 
and Behaviour (1990–1996) and 
establishing functional neuroimaging 
in Oxford are some examples. Paul 
Matthews, the first Director of the 
Oxford imaging centre says “Alan 
was the intellectual driver behind the 
concept and inception of the Oxford 
Centre for Functional Magnetic 
Resonance Imaging of the Brain. He 
provided counsel and encouragement 
critical to its success and continued 
as a key advisor through the first 
decade after its foundation.” 
He represented the British 
psychological community at the 
highest level and made a huge 
contribution to the growing prestige 
of our discipline. There were few 
psychologists elected Fellows of 
the Royal Society before him — just 
Bartlett, Spearman, Broadbent, Hebb, 
Zangwill, Warrington and Weiskrantz. As a Fellow he represented the 
subject at the Royal Society by 
being a member of the Fellowship 
selection committee for six years, 
three as chairman, and he was a 
member of the University Research 
Fellow Biology panel for six years. 
The number of psychologists 
elected Fellows of the Royal Society 
increased sharply during subsequent 
years (Treisman, Tulving, Baddeley, 
Shallice, Mollon, Moore, Johnson-
Laird, Macintosh, Bryant, Dickinson, 
Morris, Robbins, the Friths, Everitt, 
Passingham, and so on). The merit 
of these psychologists is undisputed 
(no first names are required), but 
psychology had to be championed at 
this highest of levels and Alan was in 
the vanguard of psychologists who 
did so.
Alan’s achievements were 
recognised by many national and 
international awards and positions. 
Highlights included the Royal Society 
Henry Head Research Fellowship 
(1968–1973), Council Membership of 
the MRC (1981–1984), Presidency of 
the European Brain and Behaviour 
Society (1966–1968), elected FRS 
(1988), President of the EPS (1990–
1992), and Founding Fellow of the 
Academy of Medical Sciences (1998) 
and he was proud to be elected 
Honorary Fellow of the Hungarian 
Academy of Sciences in 2010. He 
delivered the Grindley Lecture, The 
Bartlett Lecture and the Royal Society 
Ferrier Lecture. Alan’s last award, 
the British Psychological Society 
Lifetime Achievement award, showed 
the prescience of his first — the 
Spearman Medal of the BPS, which 
he won in 1967. It recognised a 
lifetime of sustained achievement, a 
work ethic and of work that eschewed 
quick fixes. 
The character of his science 
reflected the character and integrity 
of the man. Caring, careful, 
principled and honest. In his 
Society for Neuroscience scientific 
autobiographical note, he cites many 
influences and ends, “The most 
influential of all is my wife Pat, but 
as she is not a scientist her huge 
influence on my life will have to wait 
for a different kind of autobiography.” 
One can only hope it is on his hard 
drive.
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